The 6th Beer and Health Symposium entitled 'From myths to science' was held on 20 September 2011 in Brussels. The objective of this symposium was to answer the following questions, of which most of them are related to the persisting myths that exist regarding the health effects of beer consumption:
(1) Is beer as good for your heart as wine? (2) Does beer consumption have an effect on cognition and dementia? (3) Does beer make you fat? (4) Is beer good for the bones? (5) Is beer effective for rehydration after sports? (6) Are non-alcoholic versions of beer good for breastfeeding women? (7) What is the role of beer in the Western society?
This summary gives the answers that were presented at the symposium.
IS BEER AS GOOD FOR YOUR HEART AS WINE?
The relationship between alcohol consumption and cardiovascular events or all-cause mortality is described as a J-shaped curve, whereby maximum benefit is accrued from a moderate consumption level. Findings presented by Dr Licia Iacoviello (Laboratory of Genetic and Environmental Epidemiology, 'John Paul II' Foundation, Catholic University of Campobasso, Italy) suggest that dose --response curves were found to be similar for both beer and wine, when vascular events were considered as outcome. 1 Many intervention studies provide strong evidence for a cardioprotective effect of moderate beer (alcohol) consumption. Dr Henk Hendriks (TNO, Zeist, The Netherlands) elaborated on the main processes that can explain the beneficial heart health effects: lipid (cholesterol) metabolism, blood clotting and glucose metabolism. The health benefits of moderate alcohol consumption are additive to the beneficial effects of other healthy lifestyle factors such as non-smoking, physical activity and a healthy diet. 2 
DOES BEER CONSUMPTION HAVE AN EFFECT ON COGNITION AND DEMENTIA?
With regard to alcohol consumption, cognition and dementia, Dr Vincenzo Solfrizzi (Department of Geriatrics, University of Bari, Italy) concluded that it is not yet possible to define a specific beneficial level of alcohol intake. However, at present there is no indication that light-to-moderate alcohol drinking would be harmful to cognition and dementia, 3 but contrasting findings also exist. This is due to different outcome measures, alcoholic beverage types, measurement of drinking patterns, or follow-up periods. Possible interactions with other lifestyle-related (for example, smoking) or genetic factors (for example, apolipoprotein E or other genes) are also sources of great variability in the current available research.
DOES BEER MAKE YOU FAT?
On the subject of the widespread belief that drinking, beer in particular, promotes abdominal fat deposition, a phenomenon popularly referred to as the 'beer belly', Professor Arne Astrup (Department of Human Nutrition, Faculty of Life Sciences, University of Copenhagen, Frederiksberg, Denmark) presented results of a recent systematic review and meta-analysis. So far, the available data provide inadequate scientific evidence to assess whether or not beer intake at moderate levels (o500 ml/day) is associated with general or abdominal obesity. However, higher intake may be positively associated with abdominal obesity. 4 
IS BEER GOOD FOR THE BONES?
Although alcoholism is known to have negative effects on bone, a positive association between moderate alcohol intake and bone mineral density (BMD) has been reported. Professor Jonathan Powell (MRC-HNR, Cambridge, UK) gave an overview of the effects of moderate beer consumption on connective tissue health. The moderate ingestion of beer could have two complementary effects on bone health: ethanol would inhibit bone loss, while silicon would enhance bone formation. 5 
IS BEER EFFECTIVE FOR REHYDRATION AFTER SPORTS?
After activities like sport, beer is frequently consumed. Beer is mainly water but the question was addressed as to whether its alcohol content prevents adequate recovery and/or rehydration. On the basis of an intervention study by Professor Manuel J Castillo (Department of Medical Physiology, School of Medicine, University of Granada, Granada, Spain), at least in healthy, young adults, beer in moderate amounts is as effective as water for rehydration and recovery after exercise.
ARE NON-ALCOHOLIC VERSIONS OF BEER GOOD FOR BREASTFEEDING WOMEN?
Beer is unique among the alcoholic beverages, as non-alcoholic versions also exist. Non-alcoholic beer consumption is growing and is a good alternative for groups that should better not consume alcoholic beverages, for example, breastfeeding women. An intervention study by Dr Maria-Teresa Hernández-Aguilar (Valencia Health Agency Department, Valencia, Spain) has shown that non-alcoholic beer may even be a potential source of nutrients and antioxidants to add to other healthy foods for the breastfeeding mother. The antioxidant capacity of a mother's milk was further increased through non-alcoholic beer consumption.
Antioxidants are necessary for a baby as it still has an immature antioxidant system.
WHAT IS THE ROLE OF BEER IN THE WESTERN SOCIETY?
What a lot of people do not know is that beer is a natural drink. Dr George Philliskirk (The Beer Academy, London, UK) guided the audience through the ingredients of beer (water, malted cereal, hops and yeast) and the different brewing techniques, which leads to around 130 different beer styles worldwide and an estimated 40 000 different beers.
Dr Vé ronique Nahoum-Grappe (EHESS, Centre Edgar Morin, France) elaborated on the social concept of 'going for a drink'. Beer in this case carries less baggage than wine. For wine you have to decide which wine, whereas beer is more accessible. Beer is one of the most invisible drinks in our culture and in the history of drinks in Europe.
Professor Ramon Estruch (Department of Internal Medicine, University of Barcelona, Spain), speaking on behalf of Professor Lluís Serra-Marjem (Department of Clinical Sciences, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, and Mediterranean Diet Foundation, Barcelona, Spain), stressed that beer, along with wine, is an integral part of the Mediterranean diet, which has been recently recognised as an Intangible Cultural Heritage by the UNESCO. 6 
CONCLUSION
Beer has a long-standing history and its responsible consumption has a vital role in the relaxation of many consumers in Europe. The current available research can set right misperceptions associated with beer and shows that moderate beer consumption may be part of an adult's healthy lifestyle. However, it is important to emphasise that beneficial effects are conferred only by moderate consumption and that the associated diet and lifestyle are of primary importance. Heavy drinking, whether in binges or on a regular basis, can be harmful and is associated with many chronic health problems such as cancer and hypertension. Likewise underage drinking, even in moderation, may have particularly harmful effects.
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